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SUSTAINED OVER-THE-HORIZON 
VERTICAL TAKEOFF AND LANDING 
SENSING SYSTEM 


BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 


Exemplary embodiments of the invention relate to naviga- 
tional and sensing systems, and more particularly, to an over 
the horizon sensor system for a ship or stationary ground 
base. 

Radar, or radio detection and ranging, typically involves 
the transmission of electromagnetic energy through the atmo- 
sphere to an area of interest. The electromagnetic energy is 
reflected by objects in the area of interest and the reflections 
are analyzed to determine the object’s type, range and direc- 
tion. Two parameters ofa radar system’s performance that are 
of particular interest are the maximum range at which objects 
can be detected and the resolution that can be located and 
tracked once detected. Over the horizon radar systems com- 
monly used on ships employ antennas and transceivers on 
masts to detect objects beyond the visual horizon. However, 
the sensing range and resolution of an over-the-horizon sys- 
tem are limited by the height of the system antenna. 

Similar conditions exist when utilizing an EO, or electro- 
optical, sensing device to examine objects of interest over a 
distance, either on a ship or at a stationary, ground location. 
Instead of transmitting electromagnetic energy through the 
atmosphere to an area of interest, electro-optical sensors 
gather electromagnetic energy being transmitted from objects 
in the environment, analyzing these signals to determine an 
object’s type, range and distance. The maximum range at 
which objects can be detected and the resolution they can be 
detected at are also parameter’s of a electro-optical sensor’s 
performance, limiting such sensors in most cases to investi- 
gation of line-of-sight areas. Ships and ground based systems 
often employ towers or masts to increase the sensing height of 
these electro-optical sensors, thus increasing their range of 
sensing. 

A lighter-than-air device or rotary wing aircraft may be 
used to improve the sensing range of navigational and detec- 
tion systems of a ship or ground-based sensing platforms. 
However, the range of the sensing system is only improved 
when the lighter-than-air device or vertical lift aircraft is at an 
altitude above the antenna of the ship or existing infrastruc- 
ture or terrain features. Because conventional vertical lift 
aircraft have a limited fuel capacity, they may remain airborne 
for only a short period of time, such as a few hours for 
example. Therefore the improvement in the range of the navi- 
gational and detection systems is only temporary. Lighter- 
than-air devices may remain aloft for extended periods of 
time. However, lighter-than-air devices are made from rela- 
tively thin materials and therefore are more susceptible to 
wind and other weather effects which limit operation thereof. 
Consequently, lighter-than-air devices are more susceptible 
to failure and such failures are more commonly catastrophic. 

Likewise, both lighter-than-air devices and conventional 
vertical lift aircraft are limited in their ability to further 
explore an area of interest or prosecute a target identified at a 
distance. Because of their limited fuel capacity, a conven- 
tional vertical lift aircraft may only remain airborne for a 
short period of time, limiting its effective ability to travel to an 
area of interest, explore further, and then return to a safe 
landing location. The slow speed of a lighter-than-air device 
renders them ineffectual at close exploration, as most often a 
target of interest will have moved or changed significantly in 
the time a lighter-than-air device would take to transit to the 
region. 
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2 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 


According to one embodiment of the invention, an electri- 
cally powered vertical takeoff and landing aircraft configured 
for use with a tether station having a continuous power source 
is provided including at least one rotor system. The vertical 
takeoff and landing aircraft additionally has an autonomous 
flight control system coupled to the continuous power source. 
The autonomous flight control system is configured to oper- 
ate an electrical motor coupled to the at least one rotor system 
such that the vertical takeoff and landing aircraft continu- 
ously hovers above the tether station in a relative position. 
The vertical takeoff and landing aircraft also includes a detec- 
tion system for detecting objects at a distance from the verti- 
cal takeoff and landing aircraft. 

According to another embodiment of the invention, a sens- 
ing and detection system is provided including a tether station 
and a continuous power source stored within or near the tether 
station. A cable is wound around a reel mounted to a portion 
ofthetether station. The cable is movable between a retracted, 
wound position and an extended, unwound position. An elec- 
trically powered vertical takeoff and landing aircraft has a 
detection system coupled to an autonomous flight control 
system. The vertical takeoff and landing aircraft is configured 
to continuously hover above a portion of the tether station in 
a relative position. A first end of the cable is connected to the 
continuous power source and a second end of the cable is 
connected to the flight control system such that power is 
continually supplied thereto. 


BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 


The subject matter, which is regarded as the invention, is 
particularly pointed out and distinctly claimed in the claims at 
the conclusion of the specification. The foregoing and other 
features, and advantages of the invention are apparent from 
the following detailed description taken in conjunction with 
the accompanying drawings in which: 

FIG. 1 is a general side view of an exemplary vertical 
takeoff and landing aircraft for use with an embodiment ofthe 
present invention; 

FIG. 2 depicts a sensing system according to an embodi- 
ment of the present invention; and 

FIG. 3 is a schematic illustration ofa portion of the sensing 
system according to an embodiment of the present invention. 

The detailed description explains embodiments of the 
invention, together with advantages and features, by way of 
example with reference to the drawings. 


DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 


A vertical takeoff and landing (VTOL) aircraft, such as a 
rotary wing aircraft for example, is a heavier-than-air flying 
machine that generates lift using a plurality of rotor blades 
that revolve around a shaft. Exemplary VTOL aircraft 
include, but are not limited to, helicopters, cyclocopters, auto- 
gyros, gyrodones, and rotor kites for example. Referring now 
to FIG. 1, an exemplary electrically powered V TOL aircraft 
10 is illustrated. The VTOL aircraft 10 includes a main rotor 
system 12 supported by an airframe 14 having an extending 
tail 16 which mounts an anti-torque system 18, such as a tail 
rotor system for example. The main rotor system 12 includes 
multiple rotor blades 20 mounted to a rotor hub 22 for rotation 
about an axis R. Although a particular VI'OL aircraft 10 
configuration is schematically illustrated in the disclosed, 
non-limiting embodiments other configurations and/or 
machines, such as unmanned air vehicles, high speed com- 
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pound rotary wing aircraft with supplemental translational 
thrust systems, dual contra-rotating, coaxial rotor system air- 
craft, tilt rotors and tilt-wing aircraft in either manned or 
unmanned configurations are within the scope of this inven- 
tion. 

In one embodiment, the main rotor system 12 is driven 
about the axis of rotation R using an electric motor 24. The 
electric motor 24 may directly drive the main rotor system 12 
without a main rotor gearbox and may in one non-limiting 
embodiment, be an overrunning electric motor having an 
overrunning clutch that disengages when the rotor system 12 
rotates faster than the electric motor 24. A secondary electric 
motor 26 may be positioned within the extending tail 16 and 
configured to drive the anti-torque system 18. In an alterna- 
tive embodiment, a single electric motor may be configured to 
drive both the main rotor system 12 and the anti-torque sys- 
tem 18. The electric motors 24, 26 are controlled by an elec- 
tronic speed controller 28 over a wide range of speeds in 
response to a flight control system 30. A slip ring system 34 
may be connected to the rotor section of motor 24. 

An electromechanical servo system may include a main 
rotor servo system 32M mounted within the rotor hub 22 and 
an anti-torque servo system 32T positioned within the extend- 
ing tail 16. The main rotor servo system 32M is configured to 
pitch each rotor blade 20 individually. The electromechanical 
servo system 32 is powered by the vehicle management/ 
power/flight control system 30. The flight control system 30 
generally includes an automatic flight control system (AFCS) 
40 in communication with other avionics systems and com- 
ponents such as the electronic speed controller 28 for 
example. Power for the electric motors 24, 26 and the elec- 
tromechanical actuators may be supplied by an on-board 
power source 36, such as a battery for example. Alternatively, 
power for the electric motors 24, 26 may be supplied from an 
external power source coupled to the VTOL aircraft 10. In yet 
another embodiment, power for the electric motors 24, 26 
may be supplied from a combination of an on-board power 
source 36 and an external power source coupled to the rotary 
wing aircraft 10. In one embodiment, the VTOL aircraft 10 
includes a detection system 42 (FIG. 3), such as an over-the- 
horizon radar system, sonar system, or electro-optical sensor 
for example, for detecting objects at a distance from the 
VTOL aircraft 10. The detection system 42 is operably 
coupled to the vehicle management/power/flight control sys- 
tem 30 such that a portion of the power applied to the control 
system 30 is used to operate the detection system 42. 

Referring now to FIG. 2, a slow moving or stationary tether 
station 50, such as a ship for example, includes a rotatable reel 
60 mounted adjacent an aircraft storage facility, such as a 
hanger 56, for example near an aft end 52 of the tether station 
50. Housed within the reel 60 is a cable 62 movable between 
a retracted position where the cable 62 is wound around the 
reel 60 and an extended, unwound position. The length of 
cable 62 unwound from the reel 60 is controlled by the rota- 
tion of the reel 60. A first end 64 of the cable 62 is removably 
connected to a portion of the VTOL aircraft 10 and a second 
end 66 of the cable 62 is coupled to a power source 54 on the 
tether station 50 (FIG. 3), such as a generator for example. In 
one non-limiting embodiment, the rotary wing aircraft 10 
communicates with the reel 60, such that the reel 60 auto- 
matically rotates as instructed by the VTOL aircraft 10 so that 
a desired length of cable 62 is not wrapped around the reel 60. 
Inanother embodiment, the reel 60 may bias the cable 62 into 
the retracted position. Movement of the VTOL aircraft 10 in 
a direction away from the tether station 50 will pull the 
necessary length of cable 62 from the reel 60. As the VTOL 
aircraft 10 moves towards the tether station 50, the cable 62 
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will automatically retract into the reel 60 to prevent excess 
slack in the cable 62 between the reel 60 and the VTOL 
aircraft 10. In another embodiment, the VTOL aircraft 10 has 
the capability to separate itself from the cable 62 in order to 
land in an emergency or transit farther than the length of the 
cable 62 to further explore an identified area of interest. 

The cable 62 is configured to provide power to the electri- 
cally powered VTOL aircraft 10. If the VTOL aircraft 10 
includes an onboard power source 36, the electrical power 
provided by the cable 62 may be used to partially or wholly 
charge the onboard power source 36. In one embodiment, the 
cable 62 additionally includes a wire (not shown) configured 
to transmit data between the tether station 50 and the VTOL 
aircraft 10. Alternatively, the VTOL aircraft 10 may be con- 
figured to wirelessly transmit and receive data to and from the 
tether station 50. 

The connected tether station 50 and VTOL aircraft 10 are 
illustrated schematically in FIG. 3. As shown, the tether sta- 
tion 50 includes an operator control system 70 configured to 
communicate with the flight control system 30 and the 
coupled detection system 42 of the VTOL aircraft 10. Infor- 
mation collected by the detection system 42 about the pres- 
ence of any objects in the distance is transmitted to the opera- 
tor control system 70 of the tether station 50. Though the 
flight control system 30 may be autonomous, the operator 
control system 70 is configured such that an operator either 
directly at the tether station 50 or remotely connected to the 
tether station 50 may selectively control the flight control 
system 30, and therefore the VTOL aircraft 10 if desired. 

Because power is constantly generated by the power source 
54 on or near the tether station 50, the VTOL vertical flight 
aircraft 10 is configured to continuously hover at a position 
generally vertically above the tether station 50. The autono- 
mous flight control system 30 is configured to maintain the 
VTOL aircraft 10 in substantially the same hovered position 
relative to the tether station 50, for example above the aft end 
52, as the tether station 50 moves. The VTOL aircraft 10 need 
only be lowered to the hanger 56 on or near the tether station 
50inanemergency or whenthe VTOL aircraft 10 experiences 
a mechanical or electrical failure and maintenance is 
required. In the event of emergency, to quickly land the VTOL 
aircraft 10 on thetether station 50, the cable 62 connecting the 
VTOL aircraft 10 and the tether station 50 may be severed. 
Similarly, an operator at the tether station 50 or remotely 
connected thereto may instruct the VTOL aircraft 10 through 
the autonomous flight control system 30 to disconnect itself 
from the cable 62 and proceed to a position away from the 
tether station 50. The autonomous flight control system 30 
may be configured to monitor the condition of the onboard 
power 36 such that the operator or the autonomous flight 
control system 30 returns the VTOL aircraft 10 to the hanger 
56 before the onboard power source 36 is exhausted. 

In one embodiment, the autonomous flight control system 
30 includes situation awareness which correlates all informa- 
tion available to the system 30, including information pro- 
vided to the system 30 by the operator control system 70 of 
the tether station 50, to derive a cognitive understanding ofthe 
operational environment. The flight control system 30 is con- 
figured to detect changes in operational environment, such as 
weather or system anomalies for example, and alter its posi- 
tion relative to the tether station 50 accordingly. Alternatively, 
the flight control system 30 may include a navigation or 
coordinate positioning system. In such embodiments, the 
autonomous flight control system 30 is configured to retain a 
given coordinate position relative to the tether station 50. The 
methods described herein for maintaining the position of the 
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rotary wing aircraft relative to the vessel are exemplary, and 
other known methods of autonomous flight control are within 
the scope of the invention. 

The VTOL aircraft 10 is more robust than conventional 
lighter-than-air devices used to improve the sensing capabil- 
ity ofa tether station 50, such as a vessel or stationary ground 
location. Unlike lighter-than-air devices, the VTOL aircraft 
10 is easier to maintain and may be stored in the hanger 56 of 
the tether station 50 if necessary. By performing maintenance 
onthe VTOL aircraft 10 as needed, the VTOL aircraft 10 may 
be used repeatedly for extended amounts of time and may be 
deployed and retracted faster and more efficiently. The VTOL 
aircraft 10 is more resistant to inclement weather than a 
lighter-than-air device. In addition, due to the speed of the 
VTOL aircraft 10, it has the capability to travel and more 
closely inspect areas of interest in an operationally relevant 
time period than the lighter-than-air device. Supplying power 
to the VTOL aircraft 10 from a power source 54 on or near the 
tether station 50, allows the VTOL aircraft 10 to continuously 
hover at a distance above the tether station 50. When the 
VTOL aircraft 10 is hovering vertically above the tether sta- 
tion 50, the sensing range of the detection system 42 is sig- 
nificantly improved compared to the range of a conventional 
antenna or a mast mounted sensing system on or near the 
tether station 50. 

While the invention has been described in detail in connec- 
tion with only a limited number of embodiments, it should be 
readily understood that the invention is not limited to such 
disclosed embodiments. Rather, the invention can be modi- 
fied to incorporate any number of variations, alterations, sub- 
stitutions or equivalent arrangements not heretofore 
described, but which are commensurate with the spirit and 
scope of the invention. Additionally, while various embodi- 
ments of the invention have been described, it is to be under- 
stood that aspects of the invention may include only some of 
the described embodiments. Accordingly, the invention is not 
to be seen as limited by the foregoing description, but is only 
limited by the scope of the appended claims. 


The invention claimed is: 

1. An electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft configured for use with a movable tether station hav- 
ing a continuous power source, comprising: 

at least one rotor system; 

an autonomous flight control system coupled to the con- 

tinuous power source, the autonomous flight control 
system being configured to operate an electrical motor 
coupled to the at least one rotor system such that the 
vertical takeoff and landing aircraft continuously hovers 
above the tether station in a relative position as the tether 
station moves; and 

a detection system for detecting objects at a distance from 

the vertical takeoff and landing aircraft. 

2. The electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the autonomous flight 
control system uses situation awareness to maintain the rela- 
tive position of the rotary wing aircraft. 

3. The electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the autonomous flight 
control system uses a positioning system to maintain the 
relative position of the vertical takeoff and landing aircraft. 

4. The electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft according to claim 1, wherein the vertical takeoff and 
landing aircraft includes an onboard power storage source 
charged with power supplied by the continuous power source. 

5. The electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft according to claim 4, wherein the flight control sys- 
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tem includes a transmitter and a receiver for communicating 
with the movable tether station. 

6. The electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft according to claim 1, wherein a cable operably 
couples the flight control system of the vertical takeoff and 
landing aircraft to the continuous power source. 

7. The electrically powered vertical takeoff and landing 
aircraft according to claim 6, wherein the cable may be 
remotely disconnected from the flight control system. 

8. A sensing and detection system comprising: 

a movable tether station; 

a continuous power source stored within or near the tether 

station; 

a cable wound around a reel mounted to a portion of the 
tether station, the cable being movable between a 
retracted, wound position and an extended, unwound 
position; and 

anelectrically powered vertical takeoffand landing aircraft 
having a detection system coupled to an autonomous 
flight control system such that the vertical takeoff and 
landing aircraft is configured to continuously hover 
above a portion ofthe tether station in a relative position 
as the tether station moves, wherein a first end of the 
cable is connected to the continuous power source and 
the second end of the cable is coupled to the flight 
control system such that power is continually supplied 
thereto. 

9. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the movable tether station includes an operator con- 
trol system operably coupled to the detection system and the 
flight control system of the vertical takeoff and landing air- 
craft. 

10. The sensing and detection system according to claim 9, 
wherein the operator control system is configured to selec- 
tively remotely control the flight control system. 

11. The sensing and detection system according to claim 9, 
wherein information collected by the detection system of the 
vertical takeoff and landing aircraft is transmitted to the 
operator control system. 

12. The sensing and detection system according to claim 9, 
wherein the flight control system includes a wireless trans- 
mitter and receiver for communicating with the operator con- 
trol system. 

13. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the cable includes a wire such that data is transmitted 
through the wire between the movable tether station and the 
vertical takeoff and landing aircraft. 

14. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the reel is configured to move the cable between a 
first position and a second position in response to communi- 
cation from the flight control system. 

15. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the continuous power source is a generator. 

16. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the autonomous flight control system uses situation 
awareness to maintain the relative position of the vertical 
takeoff and landing aircraft. 

17. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the autonomous flight control system uses a posi- 
tioning system to maintain the relative position of the vertical 
takeoff and landing aircraft. 

18. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the detection system ofthe vertical takeoff and land- 
ing aircraft is an over-the-horizon radar system. 
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19. The sensing and detection system according to claim 8, 
wherein the detection system of the vertical takeoff and land- 
ing aircraft is an electro-optical sensor. 


* * * * * 


